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A Course Description
of American Literature

1. Course Goal

This course intends to acquaint the students with a general knowledge of American
literature , which includes the important historical events, influential great literary writers and
their memorable works.

(1) Give a panoramic view of American literature and enable students to have a basic
knowledge and understanding of American literature.

(2) Enable students to have a clear picture of the components of different periods of
American literature.

(3) Guide students to experience great literary works through selected readings.

(4) Enable students to appreciate the themes and language features of great literary works
of American writers.

(5) Initiate students to appraise cultural values through textual lenses.
2. Teaching Contents

(1) Historical backgrounds of American literature

(2) American literary trends and schools

(3) Introduction of the major writers and their works

(4) Selected readings of the major American writers

(5) Analysis of the motifs of the writers and the writing styles of the literary texts
(6) Questions and answers on appreciations

3. Modes of Teaching and Learning

(1) Lectures and discussions
(2) Group work and seminar
(3) Student oral presentation
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(4) Student collaboration
(5) Independent study
(6) Others

4. Suggested Reference Books

(1) S4%1=. History and Anthology of American Literature { 3&[E 35 % K& i) (HEHE
W) SE—M, M. duat. AMEEEFE SR B REE, 2013,

(2) 1A% Selected Readings in English and American Literatures{ 923 3L 1E) . b
o AMERCEE SR RRAL, 2000.

5. Types of Examination

(1) Multiple choice questions

(2) Filling in the blanks

(3) Defining the literary terms

(4) Naming the authors of the selected literary works
(5) True or false questions

(6) Brief answers to the questions

(7) Short essay questions on themes, structures, characters, and language styles
6. Grade Determinants

Those, such as daily in-class performance, weekly discussion questions, class presentations,
productive participations in class activities, formal essays and exams, make up possible grade
determinants in this course and the students will be assessed by their learning achievements in
the above-mentioned aspects.



A Brief Introduction
of American Literature

Compared with the literature of England, France, and other countries, American literature
is young. In about 400 years it has progressed from a scattering of letters and journals to a body
of writings read and admired the world over. The first American literature is generally
considered to be certain accounts of discoveries and explorations in America that frequently
display the largeness of vision and vigor of style characteristic of contemporary Elizabethan
writers ( 1558-1603 ). Such qualities are evident in the work of Captain John Smith, the first
great figure in American letters. His work The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and
the Summer Isles (1624) had the enormous vitality of much English prose in the epoch of the
King James Bible (1611). Those writers expounded the point of view of Puritanism. Other early
American writings are accounts of Native American wars and of captivities.

With the 18th century, interest moved to more secular and practical problems. Two writers
commonly associated with provincial life illustrate the growing secularism of American letters.
The first is William Byrd, a plantation owner; his History of the Dividing Line (1841) is a
humorous masterpiece. The other greater figure is Benjamin Franklin, whose unfinished
Autobiography has become a classic of world literature. Franklin’s letters, satires, “bagatelles,”
almanacs, and scientific writings are also recognized as important documents. Toward the end of
the century, several notable literary personalities emerged amid the tumult of the American
Revolution (1775-1783) , particularly the political philosopher Thomas Paine, whose pamphlet
Common Sense (1776) and 16 issues of The Crisis (1776-1783 ) awakened American
enthusiasm for independence.

Thomas Jefferson was in his early thirties when he drafted The Declaration of
Independence. When he died, the nation which he had helped establish was well on the way to
achieving the continental destiny of which the Founding Fathers had dreamed. Great American
writers emerged in this Romantic Period — Washington Irving, William Cullen Bryant, James
Fenimore Cooper, and Edgar Allan Poe. Unlike Franklin, Paine, Jefferson, and their
contemporaries, whose chief purpose in writing was utilitarian, the object of these later writers
was to entertain. Their best writings were imaginative. Instead of factual articles and speeches
meant to persuade readers, for the most part they wrote short stories, poetry, and novels.
Around the 1840s American Romanticism reached its height. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the leading
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figure of “Transcendentalism” , had a unique American viewpoint. He exercised a most seminal
influence on the development of an independent American culture. Henry David Thoreau’s
writings may have been less broad in range than Emerson’s, but Walden; or, Life in the Woods
(1854) is presently more widely read than anything of Emerson. Walt Whitman tried to write
poetry describing the native American experience. Emily Dickinson wrote about the life of her
time in her completely original way. Nathaniel Hawthome wrote his best-known novel The
Scarlet Letter. Many 19th-century readers took Hawthorne at his own ironic valuation as a
dreamy romantic. Herman Melville was against the optimistic trend of his times. As with
Hawthorne, the problem of evil is central to Melville’s work, as is shown in some portions of
his famous work, Moby-Dick. The poet, critic, and short-story writer Edgar Allan Poe was one
of the major figures. In his criticism Poe was capable of extreme partiality and extreme severity.
His poetry profoundly affected the development of French symbolist verse, and his short stories
are among the triumphs of romantic horror.

President Abraham Lincoln humorously described Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of the
novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) , as “the little woman who caused this big war.” The work
was powerful as propaganda and expressed the deep antislavery feelings in the North.

Out of the tradition emerged the most powerful literary personality, Samuel Langhorne
Clemens, known as Mark Twain. His first book, The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras
County and Other Sketches (1867) , retains the characteristics of the oral tale; successes such as
The Innocents Abroad (1869) , Roughing It (1872) , and Life on the Mississippi (1883) waver
between journalism and literature; but with the novels The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876)
and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884 ) Mark Twain transcended his own tradition of
satire and created two master pictures of life on and along the Mississippi River. In these works
Twain’s genius was his understanding of the moral realism of childhood. Mark Twain’s later
fictional works, such as The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg (1900), the compelling The
Mysterious Stranger (1916) , and philosophical works such as What Is Man? (1906) , express
the pessimism already evident in his earlier book The Gilded Age (1873).

Twain’s friend and mentor, the novelist and critic William Dean Howells expressed in
theory and practice the philosophy that literary art ought to mirror the facts of human life. Using
his literary influence, Howells promoted the work of other realists and naturalists, notably the
novelists and short-story writers Hamlin Garland ( Main-Travelled Roads, 1890), Stephen
Crane ( The Red Badge of Courage, 1895), and Frank Norris ( McTeague, 1899; The
Octopus, 1901). Their successors in the early years of the next century were novelists such as
Jack London ( The Sea Wolf, 1904 ) ; David Graham Phillips ( Susan Lenox: Her Fall and
Rise; 1917); and Upton Sinclair ( The Jungle, 1906). Theodore Dreiser, the novelist and
journalist, who began as a writer in the naturalist style and ended as a religious mystic, was also
a leading writer of the time. His novel Sister Carrie (1900) was withdrawn from sale as
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immoral ; better received were his novels The Financier (1912) and The Titan (1914) , which
trace the career of a ruthless businessman. Dreiser’s best-known novel, An American Tragedy
(1925), is, like Norriss McTeague, one of the most representative American novels of
naturalism. Dreiser’s dedication to truth and his compassionate insights into American society
have made his novels endurable.

While realists and naturalists argued about the degree to which human actions are
determined by forces external to individual will, the novelist Henry James concentrated on
subjective experiences and personal relationships. His major theme, the conflict between
European and American values, is explored in such novels as The American (1877), The
Portrait of a Lady (1881), The Wings of the Dove (1902), The Ambassadors (1903), and
The Golden Bowl (1904). As he moved toward even greater subtlety of insight and precision of
statement, James developed a uniquely complex style that has as many detractors as devotees.
James was a master of the short novel, his criticism is impressive, and the prefaces to the
famous New York edition of his books (1907-1916) , later gathered into The Art of the Novel
(1934), were the first full revelation in American literature of the psychology of literary
creation.

With the 20th-century communications revolution, the advent of motion pictures, radio,
and later, television and books became a secondary source of amusement and enlightenment.
With new modes of transportation, American society became more mobile and homogeneous;
as a consequence, Regionalism, the dominant mode of 19th-century literature, all but vanished,
except in the work of some Southern writers. At the same time, American writers began to exert
a major influence on world literature.

At the turn of the century, the reaction against 19th-century Romanticism was given great
impetus by the searing experience of World War [ (1914-1918). The horrors and brutal reality
of the war had a lasting impact on the American imagination. Novels such as William Faulkner’s
Soldier’s Pay (1926) and Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises (1926) and A Farewell to
Arms (1929) portray war as a symbol of savage and ignoble human life. The fiction of the 20th
century emerged from World War I on a realistic and anti-romantic path, and it has seldom
strayed significantly since. American writers, especially, became more and more firmly
committed to the replacement of sentimentality by new psychological insights.

The decade after World War 1 is often referred to as the Jazz Age or the Roaring Twenties.
Rapid changes took place in society, as Americans rebelled against the strictures of Puritanism
and the Victorian age. Rapid changes also occurred in Literature, most notably in fiction. The
powerful fiction of Sherwood Anderson, including Winesburg, Ohio (1919), a collection of
psychologically penetrating short stories, was extremely influential. F. Scott Fitzgerald turned a
satiric eye on upper-class society in such novels as This Side of Paradise (1920) and The Great

Gatsby (1925) ; critics have called the latter, a commentary on the American dream of the
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acquisition of wealth and power, a “perfect” novel. Sinclair Lewis, the first American writer to
win a Nobel Prize in Literature ( 1930), brilliantly satirized the * get-rich-quick” business
culture of the age in the novels Main Street (1920) and Dodsworth (1929). Gertrude Stein, an
American author resident in Paris, gave the name “The Lost Generation” to the group of
rootless young Americans who flocked to Europe after the war. The group included Anderson,
Fitzgerald, and Wilder, but the most prominent one to become one of the most important
American writers of the century, was Ernest Hemingway. In addition to his novels about the war
(A Farewell to Arms 1929; For Whom the Bell Tolls, 1940), Hemingway wrote books of
short stories during the 1920s, including In Our Time (1924) and Men Withoutr Women
(1927). His characters epitomized the disillusioned and cynical survivors of the war to end
wars. Moreover, Eugene O’Neill’s willingness to experiment and to deal realistically with
psychological and social problems brought a new level of maturity to the American theater.

Ending the glitter and excess of the Jazz Age, the catastrophe of the 1929 stock-market
crash ushered in the “angry decade” of the 1930s. Many novels of neonaturalism and social
protest were produced, inspired by the rigors of the Great Depression. During the 1930s and
1940s, John Steinbeck, the author of Of Mice and Men (1937) and The Grapes of Wrath
(1939), dealt realistically with social issues. The intricately narrated novels of William
Faulkner in this period, The Sound and the Fury (1929), Sanctuary (1931), Absalom,
Absalom! (1936) , and The Hamlet (1940) , combined dark violence and earthy humor in their
vision of the tragically contorted, wounded society of the post-Civil War South. Faulkner, who
won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1949, kept southern regional writing alive through the next
three decades.

The novels of World War [l seemed to emphasize individuality and the novels written in
the following decades continued that emphasis. Authors, determined to assert their individuality ,
worked in a wide range of styles and dealt with an even wider range of materials. Many
distinguished writers, for instance, Ernest Hemingway, Norman Mailer as well as Joseph
Heller, were engaged in producing war novels. Jerome David Salinger, renowned for his
depiction of the loneliness and frustration of individuals caught in a world of banalities and
restricting conformity, has been recognized as one of the most popular and influential authors of
American fiction to emerge after World War 1l .

In the early years of the 20th century, the poets who called themselves Imagists believed
that poetry should treat its subject directly, without a lot of comments. The movement was
initiated by the poets Ezra Pound ( Ripostes, 1912) and Amy Lowell ( Men, Women, and
Ghosts, 1916). Imagists set out to revolutionize poetic style. Robert Frost and Sandburg
produced works that became especially beloved and were regarded as authentic expressions of an
American poetic spirit.

In the modern period, the American literary landscape is suddenly alive with the



